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People go to the Monroe Institute to seek higher levels of consciousness, find their innermost 
selves and grapple with huge questions of life and beyond. They’re part of a growing 
movement with as many labels as facets: New Age, personal growth, spiritual awareness. 


FABER, VA 


y all accounts Bob Monroe was a pragmatic, feet-on-the-ground 
sort of guy whose keen scientific mind fueled a prosperous career 
in the broadcasting business. So when he began having out-of- 
body experiences in the late 1950s, he set out to find a pragmatic, feet-on-the- 
ground explanation. He pursued that quest until his death two years ago at 79. 

Today, research into higher states of consciousness churns ahead at the 
Monroe Institute (TMI), the nonprofit center he founded in the foothills of 
Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains in the 1970s. 

In the decades since then, thousands of pilgrims have come to this serene 
enclave, nearly 850 last year. In six-day programs, they plug into audiotapes 
pioneered by Monroe and his colleagues, tapes that open the door to elevated 
states. 

Intrigued by rave reviews from my wife and other TMI veterans, I made my 
pilgrimage last November — not as a fervent New Ager, but as a regular guy 
with kids, a mortgage and a strong curiosity. What TMI described in its 
literature was appealing, if a bit hard for me to get a meaty grip on: “tools for 
relaxation, recognition and control of personal energy, problem-solving, 
greater self-awareness, emotional cleansing and programming your future.” 
My wife and the others said that words come up short — to appreciate 
Monroe, I needed to go there. 

If all else failed, I reasoned, it would be a good place to address my sleep 
deprivation. 


An introduction 

I’m greeted at the Charlottesville airport by a smiling TMI staffer who 
drives me and several others 25 miles southwest to the institute. There we’re 
shown around Nancy Penn Center, the sprawling multi-level building where 
two dozen of us will eat, sleep and interact for six days as part of TMI’s 
introductory program, Gateway Voyage. 

Our trainers, Karen Malik and Bob McCulloch, will be our umbilical cords, 
guiding us through each step, answering countless questions and helping to 
interpret responses. 

We range in age from the 20s to the 70s, with an equal male/female 
representation. We’re from the East Coast, the South, the Midwest and the 
West, even Hawaii. There’s a surgeon, a hands-on healer, an author who 
practically lives with dolphins, homemakers, businessmen, Washington 
bureaucrats, engineers and retirees. Most of us have heard about TMI via word 
of mouth or through books by and about Bob Monroe. 


If you want to go 


The Monroe Institute offers six 
levels of residential programs at its 
location southwest of Charlottes- 
ville, VA; some have prerequisites. 
All run from Saturday evening to 
Friday morning. Tuition is $1695, 
which includes all course fees, 
meals and lodging. 

Monroe Hemi-Sync® tapes have 
been used with success in areas 
other than personal enrichment, 
such as easing discomfort associ- 
ated with pregnancy, aiding re- 
covery from surgery, treating sleep 
disorders and aiding the learning 
process. 

For more information, call 804- 
361-1252. The Internet address is 
http:/Awww.monroeinstitute.org/ 
Postal address is The Monroe 
Institute, 62 Roberts Mountain 
Road, Faber, VA 22938. 

Recommended reading: Robert 
A. Monroe’s three books: Journeys 
Out of the Body (1971), Far 
Journeys (1985) and Ultimate 
Journey (1994). All are published 
by Doubleday. Also: Catapult: The 
Biography of Robert A. Monroe by 
Bayard Stockton (Donning; 1989). 


From Saturday evening until Friday morning, we will not leave the 800- 
acre grounds, although we will be free to roam its scenic contours. 

We'll watch no TV, hear no radio, read no newspapers, encounter no 
timepieces. (In a lighthearted mini-ceremony, our watches are collected and 
placed in safekeeping.) Wholesome meals and snacks are provided. Alcohol 
is forbidden. 

We’re each assigned a windowless compartment similar to a train’s 
sleeping berth. A pair of headphones rests on the mattress; an overhead panel 
has a switch to signal our trainers that we’re ready to begin each of about 25 
tapes we’ll hear this week. In the “Monroe-vian” language, the berths are 
called CHEC units, for Controlled Holistic Environmental Chamber. (Clunky 
and somewhat self-important terminology pops up from time to time at TMI, 
but no one seems to mind.) 

Shown a CHEC unit for the first time, fellow pilgrim Jim Hyatt of San 
Francisco says, “These are nice — where do we sleep?” 

Same place, it turns out. 


Tuning in 

Malik and McCulloch waste no time in getting us started. After dinner and 
an orientation session, we crawl into our CHEC units and put on our 
headphones. 

The first tape familiarizes us with Resonant Tuning: While exhaling, we 
vocalize with a hum, an “ooh” or an “ah” as a chant-like drone of male voices 
pipes up on the tape. It’s one of several tools designed to hasten an expanded 
consciousness. The practice seems strange to me at first, but becomes 
automatic and actually pleasant after a few tapes. 

Later we learn about Hemi-Sync, a process developed by Bob Monroe that 
uses discrete low-frequency signals to synchronize both sides of the brain; it’s 
present on almost all TMI tapes. Hemi-Sync is so effective, McCulloch says, 
that a Zen Buddhist monk who completed a Gateway program said that ina 
week TMI students can reach meditative states that took him years of sitting 
to achieve. His temple in Canada now uses Monroe tapes as a training tool. 

We’re also taught a couple of visualization tricks, complete with Monroe- 
vian names: the Energy Conversion Box (imagine a mental trash bin for 
discarding any worries that might get in your way) and the Resonant Energy 
Balloon (imagine a circle of vibrant energy around you). 

It’s repeatedly stressed that if we’ve come to TMI expressly for an out-of- 
body experience, we’re almost certain not to have one. Besides, our trainers 
say, there’s a lot more to tap into at Monroe than those so-called OBEs: We 
have the potential to learn much about who we are deep inside, how we fit into 
the grand scheme of things. 

And we’re starting to see evidence of those other realms — as the days 
unfold and the tape exercises increase in number, our debriefing sessions 
become more and more fascinating. Group members are describing intense 
sensations and insights as we climb to higher rungs of awareness, which TMI 
calls “focus levels.” Some have vivid recollections of long suppressed parts of 
their past. Others describe mysterious, fantastic scenes whose message is 
perplexing. Tears and laughter mingle in the debriefing rooms as we work 
together to try to make sense of it all. 

A few among the group see little but blackness during the tapes, something 
McCulloch calls “the nonexperience experience.” He huddles with them one- 


Participants read no newspapers, hear no 


radio, watch no IV during 6-day program 


on-one, offering guidance on how to 
make the focus levels come alive. 

Malik is constantly reassuring, too. 
“Each of you has a wiser part of you that 
is orchestrating this week perfectly,” she 
says. “Trust it.” 


Altered states 

Midweek, I have a remarkable epi- 
sode, one that leaves me with no doubt of 
worlds beyond our day-to-day conscious- 
ness, places with similarities to the dream 
state, only more vivid, more easily 
recalled and gut-level relevant. It’s not 
that I’ve ever disbelieved in the notion of 
altered states, but when you experience 
one firsthand and it doesn’t disappear as 
dreams so often do, the impact is 
powerful. 

Cued up for us is a tape rated Focus 
12, which TMI describes as “a state of 
expanded awareness in which perceptions 
of nonphysical energies emerge.” 

It begins like others we have heard, 
with the sounds of surf and seagulls, then 
Bob Monroe’s warm, grandfatherly voice 
saying: “Move now into your preparatory 
process. First, your Energy Conversion 
Box — use this. Then follow that with 
your Resonant Tuning. Next, your 
Resonant Energy Balloon. Then state 
your affirmation, beginning with ‘I am 
more than my physical body.’ Then go on 
to Focus 10, and I will join you there.” 

Focus 10 is defined as the state of 
“mind awake/body asleep,” and serves as 
sort of a base camp for our ascents. By the 
time we reach it, the tape has settled into 
a steady whoosh like that of a cruising 
jetliner. There’s also a higher-pitched, 
electronic “wind in the trees” sound that 
cycles in and out. 

Monroe’s voice returns: “Now from 
Focus 10 you will move to Focus 12 asI 
guide you, as I count from 10 to 12. lam 
going to countnow...10...11... your 
awareness is expanding more and more, 
far beyond the limits of your physical 
body... [The whoosh starts rising in pitch, 
like a rocket taking off.] ... Your con- 
sciousness is expanding far, far beyond 
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the limits of physical reality . . . . [The whoosh ends its crescendo.] . . . Twelve. 
You are now in Focus 12, the state of expanded awareness. Relax and feel 
calm and secure and comfortable in Focus 12.” 

And that’s exactly how I feel. 


Out of body 

Monroe’s voice now asks us to imagine that we’re slowly rolling, like a log 
in water. I’m able to visualize a gradual twist from a face-up position to about 
3 o’clock, 90 degrees to the right. On a second attempt, it’s more like 5 o’clock. 

Then he asks us to use our “inner eyes” to imagine ourselves floating away 
from our bodies. It takes some concentration, but after a while I am indeed 
aloft — face-down, arms and legs extended like a sky diver. But the oddest 
thing is that I'm looking down at my previous self, motionless in that 5 o’clock 
position. 

It dawns on me that I have three presences at once. My most conscious one 
is the floating sky diver; I can move him (it? me?) left or right, up or down. 
Identity No. 2 is the log — unmoving, unaware. Self No. 3, so far removed as 
to be in almost another cosmos, is my physical body, the mother ship, the one 
supplying the blood, oxygen and electrical impulses to keep the whole 
enterprise going. And it’s asleep. 

Eventually, Monroe’s voice returns and guides us back to Focus 10, then 
to normal consciousness. At the debriefing session, I tell my story to the group; 
some feel that I’ve had an out-of-body experience. McCulloch demurs. 
Whatever it was, it leaves me giddy and excited. 


Varied response 

Toward the end of the week, our group has become extremely close, and 
there are repeated remarks about our communal “energy.” We also have 
bonded strongly with our trainers. 

Our experiences have been widely varied. Some occasionally fell asleep 
during tapes (no problem, say Malik and McCulloch — the subconscious still 
picks up information). Some have had intensely emotional moments that deal 
with past lives. Some have gotten clear messages for the future; the healer, for 
instance, gets numerous signals that she should write a book, and is doing so 
now. A few wish that more had happened for them mentally, spiritually. Me, 
I feel energized, more insightful, eager to learn more. 
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Friday comes too soon, and we depart 
with new meditative tools, new questions, 
some new answers and new friendships. 
We have “shifted our baseline,” Malik 
and McCulloch assure us, and can now 
start the process of applying the week’s 
messages. “The tapes are meant to fall 
away,” Malik says. “They are sort of a 
scaffolding. All levels will become 
personalized, and eventually there will 
just be your own places.” 

So we go off to find our own places. 
But we do it with a new point of view — 
one that urges us to find and heed those 
innermost parts of our souls. 

I return to the Twin Cities just in time 
for the busiest time of year at home and 
work — holidays, birthdays, thick news- 
papers that load up my editing tasks. I 
don’t listen to my Monroe tapes as I had 
planned to. But I’m behaving differently, 
there’s no question. I’m listening closer to 
what people have to say, giving my mind 
free rein when it wanders into the 
daydream mode, finding more creative 
urges in my guitar playing, more joy in 
my skiing. 

I’m not so much living life as feeling it. 

Which dovetails with my favorite TMI 
quote, from Malik: “Feeling,” she says, 
“Gs the most direct line to the truth.” 


